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Abstract  
 
One of the prominent topics in language learning is assessment. Assessment should be considered as a means of getting information rather 
than making learners feel stressed. The more we know about the students, the clearer the picture we have about their achievement. The aim of 
this paper was to compare the Multiple-Choice (MC) item format with the Multiple True-False (MTF) item format in teaching intermediate 
adult students. What we exactly tried to do was checking that whether there was a difference between the reliability estimates of the tests with 
the two different formats or not. The participants of this study were twenty six EFL intermediate female English learners, aged between 15 and 
19, who were chosen randomly. They took two versions of the same test of English vocabulary. The data was statistically analyzed. Results of 
the statistical analysis revealed that there was a significant difference in the performance of students with different test formats in respect of 
reliability coefficient. 
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1. Introduction 
In the field of language testing, instructors can use a wide variety of test formats for evaluating learners’ understanding of key 
course topics. The most common forms are true-false, multiple-choice and matching-type items. These forms are recognition 
items, items in which examinees should understand the stem and then recognize and select the correct response. In true-false 
items, a stem is given and the examinees are required to recognize whether the idea put forward in the stem is true or false 
(Farhady, 1985). Multiple choice (MC) items, on the other hand, include a stem which is followed by a few alternatives. Although 
there is a wide diversity of test formats, many scholars (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Harris, 1969) believe that MC test is most 
widely used by most students and many instructors over the other types. 
  
There are many advantages regarding an MC item, like objectivity and high reliability. Regarding the strengths of MC items, 
Harris (1969) maintains that “because of the highly structured nature of these items [MC items], the test writer can get directly at 
many of the specific skills and learnings he wishes to measure, and the examinee cannot evade difficult problems as he often can 
with compositions” (p. 7). Harris (1969) continues to state that “multiple-choice tests tend to have superior reliability and 
validity” (p. 7). 
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According to McNamara (2000) MC tests are multi-purpose, i.e., MC tests can be used to assess almost all language skills. 
Another advantage of MC tests is that MC items are scored easily, rapidly, accurately and objectively. These advantages have 
caused MC tests to be used in large-scale administrations. 
In spite of the above advantages, some scholars called MC tests into question. In relation to the weaknesses of MC items, 
Heaton (1988) declared that “the chief criticism of the multiple-choice item, however, is that frequently it does not lend itself to 
the testing of language as communication” (p. 37). Regarding another shortcoming of MC items, Oller & Perkings (1978) assert, 
preparation of MC items is challenging and technically difficult. In the same way, Farhady & Shakery (2000) point out that it is 
commonly believed that preparing an MC item with plausible alternatives is not an easy task. Some other scholars like Bush 
(2001), Wood (1991), Akeroyd (1982) and Coombs et al (1956) believe that since the traditional MC format is the matter of all or 
none, it is unable to measure the partial knowledge. The shortcomings of MC item format have been overcome by proposing other 
formats in order to replace the MC items. 
 
Multiple true-false (MTF) format is one of the attempts to improve the MC format. In literature, we do not see any clear-cut 
origin for this format. But the most influencing propagators of it are Frisbie (1992), Frisbie, and Becker, (1991), Frisbie and 
Druva. (1986). MTF item looks like a multiple-choice item, in which the cluster has a stem which follows two or more options 
that complete the stem independently. The cluster is an incomplete statement, not a question. The examinee is supposed to 
respond true or false to each statement, rather than select only one option as the correct answer (Frisbie, 1992). About the MTF 
item format Frisbie (1992) states: 
  Each MTF cluster may have any number of items true, and the correctness of any one        item is judged independently of the 
correctness of other items within the same cluster. ...unlike an MC item stem, the MTF cluster stem cannot be a question, and it 
should not ask the respondent to compare options in any way (p. 22). 
 
So, in one MTF cluster, one, two, three or all of the options (items) could be true. From Frisbie’s (1992) comment, it can be 
concluded that all the items in the same cluster are not about the same point necessarily; each option (item) in the cluster should 
be looked at as an independent question from other options in the same cluster. A cluster, then, may deal with a single idea or 
with multiple related ideas. 
 
    One of the areas which is not crystal clear in the literature is the way MTF items should be scored; none of the sources 
available clarified the subject thoroughly. However, Dudley (2006) and Frisbie and Druva (1986) briefly explain that there are 
two scoring methods: cluster scoring and primary scoring. In the former method, items are scored in a similar way to the way 
traditional MC items are scored. That is, each cluster receives a score based on the number of options correctly identified, true or 
false, for its stem. In the latter method, the primary scoring, the test is scored based on the total number of correct responses, 
irrespective of the clusters. 
Many studies have been conducted to compare the MTF format with other formats that are popular. Almost all of these studies 
(Hill & woods, 1974; Albanese & Sabers, 1988; Gross, 1978; Frisbie & Sweeny, 1982; Frisbie & Druva, 1986; Kreiter & Frisbie, 
1989 and Dudley, 2004, 2006) agree that: 
   1) The number of main responses elicited in a particular amount of time is more in MTF format than in other similar formats. 
   2) The reliability estimates of items in the MTF format is equal to or higher than those of the items in other formats like MC 
items. 
 
Frisbie & Sweeney (1982) state that “the expected advantage in terms of test reliability was documented by Albanese et al. 
(1977), Kelly (1979), and Mendelson et al. (1980)” (p. 29).  
 
In line with the advantages of the MTF format Kreiter & Frisbie (1989) point out: 
    “The MTF format elicits four responses per item stem, whereas the MC item permits only one response. If the examinee 
answers the MC item correctly, it is difficult to make a meaningful inference regarding the individual’s knowledge about the 
unmarked responses. However, because a response is made to each of the four items in the MTF cluster, the altered format [MTF 
format] appears to yield more information than the conventional MC item” (p. 208). 
 
The advantages explained above have made the MTF format an important item format in the field of testing. According to 
Dudley (2006) “research on the validity of using of the MTF format as a testing tool in general education has been carried out 
since the 1940s, and its value has been well documented in both early and recent testing literature” (p. 199). In the field of second 
language testing, however, caution has thus far been advised in using the MTF format because its application to second language 
testing has not undergone rigorous research (Brown and Hudson, 2002). 
 
The literature relating to multiple-choice testing in EFL/ESL is more restricted. Dobson (1974) compared multiple-choice items 
in a test of grammar and vocabulary. The study used an open-ended test to generate distractors but only reported the results of a 
comparison of multiple-choice items including those distractors with a test of stem-equivalent items using distractors written by 
experienced item writers. The test using student-generated distractors was found to be consistently more difficult and also more 
786   Leila Javid /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  784 – 788 
 
 
reliable, and the items were qualitatively different from those using expert-written distractors, tapping both grammatical and 
semantic ability. 
 
     Researchers who have looked at the effects of item format in reading tests include Shohamy (1984), who noted that 
multiple-choice versions of tests produced significantly higher scores than stem-equivalent constructed-response tests with the 
effect greater for lower proficiency participants. Wolf (1993) also found significant differences in score between equivalent 
question–answer items in multiple-choice and constructed-response items and also items rephrased in rational cloze format. She 
suggested that the multiple-choice and constructed-response formats might be measuring different abilities and recommended 
studying differences in difficulty by directly comparing the participant’s responses. However, Wolf’s study did not confirm 
Shohamy’s findings of differences due to proficiency level. The study described in the present paper, analyzes the effect of the 
participants’ proficiency on their responses to the multiple-choice tests as well as directly comparing responses between stem 
equivalent items. 
 
Tsagari (1994) also studied stem-equivalent items in a test of reading ability, and found that multiple-choice items were both 
easier and less discriminating than constructed-response items, and produced a markedly different pattern of answering strategies. 
She concluded that the two item types did not measure the same constructs. More recently, Cheng (2004) found multiple-choice 
listening items with the options in English to be easier than stem-equivalent constructed-response items even where the answer 
was recorded by the test takers in their L1 (Chinese). Finally it is appropriate to mention the considerable body of research into 
the effect of option number formats in multiple-choice items, notably the meta-analysis by Rodriguez (2005) of 27 studies (from 
almost 50 traced). The present study attempts to find whether different test formats that we use to assess our students performance 
have any significant influence on their marks in final exam, so the following research question is the main one for this research: 
x Does the format of the test through which the students are assessed have any significant influence on their learning? 
 
We hypothesized that the formats of the test through which the students are assessed during the class have a significant 
influence on their performance. 
 
 
2. Method 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
 
The populations of this study were 26 Iranian adult female learners who were studying English at the intermediate level at one 
of the English institutes called Tolou e Danesh, Salmas, Iran. Their age ranged from 15 to 19. To achieve a more balanced 
sample, a Nelson English Language Test (200A series) was administered to ensure about the homogeneity of the participants 
regarding their language proficiency. They were then divided into two groups. 
 
 
2.2. Instrumentation and Materials   
 
The instrumentation used in this study included: 
 
(1) For checking the homogeneity of the groups regarding language proficiency, a Nelson           
English Language Test (200A series), which comprised 50 multiple choice grammar and vocabulary items, was used as a pre-test. 
(2) For the purpose of this study, the course book “Connect 1” was taught during the instructional sessions. 
(3) The post test of this study was a standardized multiple choice test. It was used for both groups and the students’ scores 
were compared by using Mann Whitney-U test. 
 
2.3. Procedure 
In order to address the research question, the participants of this study were given the Nelson English Test (200A series) to 
ascertain the homogeneity of groups. Next, they were randomly divided into two groups: group 1 and group 2. 
All the participants were exposed to 18 same instructional sessions. The participants were given a quiz that was related to the 
lesson they were taught every 3 sessions to assess their learning; so, all the participants received 18 sessions of instruction and 6 
quizzes. The students in group 1 were given a multiple choice test format and students in group 2 were given a multiple true-false 
(MTF) version of the same test, meaning that all the students were given two versions of the same test. 
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All the quizzes were teacher-made. The participants of this study weren’t aware of this experiment and the quizzes were used as 
a means of revision rather than a means to make them stressed. At the end of the last session, the participants were given a post-
test in order to see the effect of the test format on the performance of the students. 
3. Results 
For the purpose of the research question, all the gathered data were put into analytical analysis. The results showed that the test 
formats through which the participants were assessed had a significant effect on the scores they receive in the final exam. 
Therefore, their level of learning was affected, too. The participants’ final scores were compared with Mann Whitney-U test and 
the following results were obtained.  
 
TABLE 1 
                                             Test Statistics 
 
 
format  n  Deviation  
 13           6               18.1        0.94 
 
 
 
As the table shows, the means of two groups are very different from each other. nAccording to the reliability analysis of the 
results of the MC and MTF tests, the reliability estimates of the tests with different formats differed from each other to a large 
extent; the reliability value of the MTF test was 0.79 and the reliability value of the MC test was 0.43. The differences are better 
shown on figure 1. It shows that the students in group 2 outperformed the students in group 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
As it is shown above the means of group 1 and group 2 are different each other, so the test formats through which the students 
were assessed could be very influential on their learning. 
 
 
 
4. Conclusion 
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Testing and assessment are considered as important topics in language learning. Students around the world are consistently 
assessed to monitor their educational progress. It is also worth to mentioning that students should be assessed in situations in 
which they are completely free from stress. In language testing field, other factors should be also taken into account. 
Understanding of what we test, how we test and also the impact that the use of test has on students should not be overlooked. 
 
    Teachers need to provide the learners appropriate tests in order to find the problematic areas and try to improve them. 
Providing the students with different test formats can help teachers to check whether different formats have any effect on their 
performance or not. Multiple true-false (MTF) format is one of the test formats that teachers can use to assess their students. 
Actually, the participants of this study were only a group of students who had studied English at an institute. Also, they were all 
females, so the results of this study cannot be easily generalized to a larger population with different conditions. 
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